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Genie Nicole Giaimo and Yanar Hashlamon
Writing	Center	administrators	and	workers	struggle	with	issues	
of	 wellness—be	 they	 affective,	 situational,	 or	 systemic—and	
the	effects	of	stress	on	these	populations	have	not	been	deeply	
studied	 in	 the	 field.	 This	 special	 issue	 on	 wellness	 and	 self-
care	 in	writing	centers	 responds	 to	 this	exigency	with	a	set	of	
methodologically	 diverse	 articles.	 In	 “Tutoring	 Begins	 with	
Breath,”	Nicole	Emmelhainz	analyzes	 two	 semesters’	worth	of	
written	reflections	from	students	engaged	in	guided	meditation	
in a tutor training course. Kelly Concannon, Janine Morris, Nicole 
Chavannes,	 and	 Veronica	 Diaz	 provide	 an	 autoethnographic	
account	 of	 writing	 center	 administrators’	 engagement	 with	
mindfulness	practices	that	replicates	and	extend	past	research.	
Erik Simmons, Laura K. Miller, Caroline Prendergast, and 
Christiana	 McGuigan	 conducted	 the	 first	 published	 biometric	
writing	center	assessment,	collecting	saliva	samples	from	tutors	
to	measure	how	stress	 levels	 are	 impacted	by	 tutoring.	While	
the	authors	engage	with	wellness	interventions	differently,	they	
find	common	ground	in	their	focus	on	writing	center	workers.		
Because	 the	 focus	 in	 writing	 center	 research	 tends	 to	 be	 on	
the	experiences	and	emotions	of	writers	(Simmons	et	al.),	this	
issue	 focuses	 on	 the	 affective	 experiences	 of	 tutors.	 Katelyn	 Parsons’	
Tutors’	Column	about	 tutors’	 feelings	of	guilt	provides	a	much-needed	
critical	 lens	 into	 how	 tutors	 are	 impacted	 by	 unclear	 boundaries	 in	
their	 work.	 Parsons	 concludes	 that	 saying	 no	 is	 an	 important	 part	 of	
one’s	tutor	practice.	In	Emmelhainz’s	article,	tutor	anxiety	is	addressed	
by	 implementing	mindfulness	 training	 interventions	 in	 a	 tutor	 training	














Preparing	 undergraduates	 for	 the	 role	 of	 writing	 center	
consultant	must	include	more	than	writing	center	histories,	
theories,	 and	 flexible	 approaches.	 It’s	 also	 important	 to	
recognize	 these	 students’	 and	 their	 peers’	wellbeing	 and	
wellness	needs.	I	learned	this	when	I	first	taught	a	required	
tutor	 training	 course	 for	 undergraduates.	 The	 students	
became	so	intent	on	learning	the	‘right	way’	to	tutor	that	
their	stress	over	other	assignments	increased.	I	witnessed	
this	as	 I	worked	one-to-one	with	 these	 students	on	 their	
writing	 and	 keenly	 felt	 each	 student’s	 writing	 anxieties.	
This	experience	 led	me	to	consider	mindfulness	as	a	pedagogical	
resource.	A	regular	meditator,	I	developed	this	practice	during	yoga	
teacher	 training.	Mindfulness,	 I	 believed,	would	help	me	answer	
a	key	question:	how	could	I	best	prepare	consultants	to	help	their	
peers	 in	 the	 writing	 center	 when	 they	 also	 experienced	 similar	
insecurities	about	their	writing?
Mindfulness	and	wellness	practices	now	provide	 the	pedagogical	
foundations	 to	 my	 teaching	 and	 training	 of	 writing	 consultants.	
Helping	 writing	 consultants	 develop	 an	 awareness	 of	 their	
wellness	 needs	 will	 prepare	 them	 to	 help	 students	 with	 theirs.	
As	 Sarah	 Johnson	 describes,	 the	 common	 “multifaceted	 nature”	
of	 most	 writing	 center	 encounters	 demands	 that	 consultants	
learn	 strategies	 for	 handling	 the	 “multiple	 layers	 of	 stress	 and	
anxiety”	 that	 both	 consultant	 and	 client	may	 bring	 to	 a	 session.	
Specifically,	 in	two	sections	of	the	training	course	(spring	and	fall	
2018),	 I	 incorporated	 guided	 meditation	 practices	 to	 help	 bring	
awareness	to	each	student’s	need	for	wellness	support.	This	type	
of	mediation,	Johnson	notes,	involves	directed	“observation	[and]	
a	 nonjudgmental	 acknowledgment	 of	 one’s	 internal	 or	 external	
surroundings”	(28).	Both	observation	and	nonjudgmental	attitudes	
are	necessary	abilities	when	working	with	others	and	their	writing	
but	 are	 also	 valuable	 in	 establishing	 personal	 wellness.	 Writing	
consultant	training,	then,	should	help	consultants	develop	strategies	
Tutoring Begins with Breath: Guided 








In	 this	 article,	 I	 will	 provide	 a	 review	 of	 literature	 that	 supports	
bridging	 writing	 center	 work	 with	 wellness	 and	 mindfulness	
practices.	 I’ll	 discuss	 how	 I	 incorporated	 such	 practices	 into	 my	
training	course.	Finally,	reflections	written	by	students	enrolled	in	the	
tutor	training	course,	completed	at	the	course’s	end,	and	published	
on	 their	 public	 blogs	 will	 demonstrate	 the	 personal	 benefits	
students	 perceived	 from	participating	 in	 guided	meditations	 and	
mindfulness	practices.	Meditative	practices	as	a	means	to	help	with	
wellness	initiatives	have	increased	in	a	variety	of	realms,	including	
government,	 corporate,	 and	 academic	 environments	 (Mack	 and	
Hupp).	 Despite	 this,	 I	was	 hesitant	 to	 incorporate	 such	 practices	
into	the	training	class,	as	I	worried	students	would	take	the	course	
less	seriously.	However,	students	report	that	a	regular	meditation	
practice	 has,	 overall,	 had	 a	 positive	 effect	 not	 only	 on	 them	but	
also	on	the	class’s	environment.	As	the	students’	course	reflections	
will	 show,	meditations	are	now	a	vital	part	of	 the	class,	an	asset	
to	 student	 engagement	 and	 learning.	 Most	 importantly,	 these	
meditations	have	provided	opportunities	for	students	to	consider	
their	own	wellness	needs.














direct	 attention	 to	 their	 physical,	 mental,	 and/or	 spiritual	 needs	
and	 to	 address	 them.	 In	 the	 writing	 consultant	 training	 course,	















breathing,	 and	 direct	 their	 attention	 as	 noted	 by	 the	meditation	




In	 writing	 center	 studies,	 several	 examples	 demonstrate	 the	
ongoing	 relevance	 of	 contemplative	 practices	 to	 the	 field.	 Paul	
Gamache	 suggests	 focusing	 on	 the	 “deeper	 philosophical	 issues	
of	 tutoring”	writing	 rather	 than	 just	 focusing	on	writing	 tutoring	
technique	 (2).	 Gamache	 draws	 on	 the	 Buddhist	 concept	 of	 the	
Eightfold	 Path	 and	 suggests	 that	 through	 personal	 reflections,	
writing	 center	 practitioners	 can	 develop	 the	 “right	mind,”	which	
is	 “the	 first	 step	 toward	 developing	 ‘right	 action’”	 (2).	 Though	
Gamache’s	methods	of	“critical	self-examination”	may	help	writing	
consultants	 form	 new	 knowledge	 about	 their	 own	 “motives,	
assumptions,	purposes,	and	actions”	 (2),	 Jesse	Kavadlo	questions	
additional	potential	outcomes.	Kavadlo	believes	that	such	“critical	





[is]	 tutoring”	 (11).	 Viewed	 in	 this	 way,	 the	 practice	 of	 tutoring	
becomes	 thoughtful,	 contemplative.	 As	 an	 individual	 practices	
tutoring	writing,	that	person	builds	more	trust	in	themselves	and	
their	 abilities.	 According	 to	 Kavadlo,	 this	 trust	 in	 one’s	 abilities	
lessens	doubts	they	may	have.	And	when	doubt	lessens	and	belief	
in	one’s	abilities	increases,	performance	improves.	







examined	 how	mindfulness	 practices	may	 help	 consultants	work	
5
with	 students	 who	 struggle	 with	 procrastination.	 Finally,	 Sarah	
Johnson	 believes	 that	 mindful	 meditation	 practices	 could	 be	
successfully	incorporated	into	writing	tutoring	sessions	themselves,	
thus	 “expand[ing]	 tutors’	 affective	 roles	by	giving	 them	the	 tools	
they	need	to	use	in	a	session	to	reduce	students’	stress	levels	and	
then	create	the	room	that	students	need	to	write."	These	scholars	




part	 of	 a	 class,	 but	 they	 also	 discuss	 the	metacognitive	 benefits	
these	practices	can	have	on	both	students’	writing	and	the	tutoring	
of	writing.	




could	 potentially	 benefit	 from	 bringing	 such	 practices	 into	 their	
centers’	daily	operations	or	continued	training.	With	this	in	mind,	
what	 follows	 is	 a	 brief	 description	 of	 how	 I	 incorporated	 guided	
mindfulness	meditation	into	a	15-week	consultant	training	course.	
This	 course	 is	open	 to	any	 student	who	meets	 the	prerequisites,	
and	many	students	take	 it	 to	 fulfill	 the	required	writing-intensive	
credit.	Not	all	students	who	take	it,	then,	work	in	the	writing	center.	
Despite	 this,	 incorporating	 formal	mindfulness	meditation	 is	 still	
a	 valuable	 exercise	 for	 these	 students	 as	 it	 develops	 a	 range	 of	
beneficial	skills.
During	 the	first	 class,	 I	 explain	 that	each	day	will	begin	with	five	
minutes	of	 guided	meditation.	On	 the	 syllabus	 students	 see	 that	
one	 week	 is	 dedicated	 to	 reading	 scholars’	 works	 that	 explore	
this	 issue.	Most	 recently,	 I’ve	 assigned	 Gamache’s	 and	 Kavadlo’s	
essays.	 Additionally,	 I	 explain	 that	mindfulness	 is	 an	 appropriate	
way	of	learning	to	be	more	patient,	accepting,	and	understanding	





credentialing	 myself,	 I	 let	 students	 know	 that	 I	 have	 completed	






two	 classes,	 have	 acknowledged	 practicing	 meditation	 regularly.	





1. Demonstration of posture:	 Sitting	 in	 a	 chair,	 I	 place	 my	
feet	flat	on	the	floor,	underneath	the	knees,	back	straight,	
shoulders	relaxed,	and	hands	in	a	comfortable	position	on	
the	 knees.	 Students	 get	 into	 a	 similar	 position,	 and	 close	
their	eyes,	if	comfortable.	
2. Focus on breathing:	I	ask	students	to	focus	on	the	sensation	
of	breathing.




The	 first	 few	 weeks	 of	 class	 help	 students	 who	 are	 meditation	
novices	learn	to	sit	quietly	and	focus	on	the	breath.	Being	able	to	
do	 this	 is	 foundational	 for	 meditation,	 so	 starting	 slowly	 is	 vital	
to	 the	success	of	 their	practice.	 I	vary	the	prompts	used	to	draw	
attention	to	their	breathing,	which	may	include:
• Guiding	 students	 to	become	aware	of	where	 their	breath	
enters	and	exits	the	body.	Do	they	feel	the	air	around	their	
nostrils	 or	 the	 top	of	 their	 lips?	 Can	 they	 feel	 the	 breath	




• Controlling	 the	breath	 through	counting:	 inhaling	 for	 four	













then	 ask	 them	 to	 concentrate	 on	 wellness-centered	 concepts.	
For	 example,	 one	 meditation	 asks	 students	 to	 learn	 to	 accept	
themselves	 for	 who	 they	 are	 at	 that	 present	moment.	 Students	
repeat	the	mantra	“I	am”	silently	to	themselves.	 I	guide	students	
by	asking	them	to	think	“I”	on	the	inhale	and	“am”	on	the	exhale.	





meditation	 that	 focuses	 on	 relieving	 anxiety	 directs	 students	 to	
imagine	something	causing	them	stress,	like	an	upcoming	test,	as	
a	cloud	floating	 in	 the	sky	of	 their	mind.	As	students	exhale,	 the	
cloud/anxiety	floats	away,	out	of	the	students’	attention.	
Regular	meditation	not	only	builds	students’	abilities	to	sit	silently	
and	 accept	 themselves	but	 also	 allows	 them	 to	 take	on	 the	 role	
of	 objective	 observer.	 Students	 observe	 but	 do	 not	 engage	with	
certain	experiences	like	their	thoughts,	the	room’s	temperature,	the	
chairs	in	which	they	sit.	Being	an	observer	provides	students	first-
hand	 experience	 of	 gaining	 a	 “moment-by-moment	 awareness”	
that	allows	them	to	develop	both	a	sense	for	the	“nature	of	things”	
and	 a	 “critical	 distance”	 needed	 for	 effective	 writing	 tutoring	
(Kavadlo	11).	This	will	help	them	learn	to	identify	issues	pertaining	
to	their	own	wellness	needs	and	help	them	assist	others	in	learning	





available	 class	 blogs.	 The	 reflection	 prompt	 reads:	 “Reflect	 on	









the	 meditations	 but	 also	 wrote	 about	 their	 perceived	 benefits.	












days	where	 I	 personally	 felt	 overwhelmed	 and	 stressed	with	 the	
upcoming	due	dates	and	other	responsibilities	where	I	wanted	to	
throw	in	the	towel.	I	was	able	to	successfully	use	the	mindfulness	













training.	 Regular	 meditation	 has	 potential	 to	 be	 an	 appropriate	
complement	to	other	practical	and	theoretical	training	for	writing	
center	work.	What	I	discuss	here	are	the	preliminary	results	from	
a	 small	 study	with	 limited	 participants.	 However,	 the	 results	 are	
promising	 and	 align	with	what	 other	writing	 center	 practitioners	




turn	may	 learn	 to	accept	 their	peers	as	 they	come	to	 them.	This	
state	of	mind	will	support	wellness	for	both	consultants	and	peers.
u     u     u     u     u
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The	 practice	 of	 mindfulness	 is	 growing	 both	
in	 higher	 education	 (Wenger)	 and	 in	 writing	
centers	 (Johnson;	 Kervin	 and	 Barrett).	 Because	
mindfulness	 involves	 being	 attuned	 to	 what’s	
happening	 in	 a	 given	 moment	 and	 maintaining	
a	 purposeful	 awareness	 of	 what	 one	 feels,	
thinks,	 and	 does,	 we	 argue	 that	 writing	 center	
administrators	can	utilize	principles	of	mindfulness	
for	 mentoring	 writing	 center	 tutors.	 We	 adopt	
Jennifer	Clary-Lemon	and	Duane	Roen’s	definition	
of	mentoring	as	an	“activity	that	is	both	reciprocal	
and	 transformational”	 (181),	 whereby	 “the	
mentor	 is	 learning	by	monitoring	and	evaluating	
his	or	her	mentoring	activities	and	their	effects	on	
the	mentee”	 (179).	 Their	 definition	 incorporates	
elements	 of	 mindfulness:	 self-awareness,	
reflection,	and	presence.					
We	approach	mindfulness	from	the	premise	that	
emotions	 and	 affect	 are	 always	 already	 shaping	 our	 encounters,	
whether	 or	 not	 we	 are	 conscious	 of	 their	 presence.	 Through	
emotions	we	come	"to	know	things,	 to	develop	connections	and	
attachments	 to	 others,	 and	 to	 function	 in	 the	 world"	 (Micciche	
xii).	Becoming	mindful	of	how	affect	and	emotion	impact	our	well-
being	 is	 a	 crucial	 part	 of	 making	 sense	 of	 our	 experiences	 and	
practicing	self-care.	In	this	article,	we	suggest	that	setting	in	motion	






as	 a	 “deliberate	 practice”	 and	 describe	 how	 we	 implemented	 a	
semester-long	commitment	to	creating	conditions	of	mindfulness	
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both	administrators	and	 tutors	are	often	 in	positions	where	 they	
are	the	recipients	of	others’	emotions	and	must	learn	to	carefully	
navigate	 this	 terrain	 (Grouling	 and	 Buck;	 Johnson).	 Mindfulness	
and	self-care,	when	practiced	 together,	 can	positively	 impact	our	
professional	relationships	and	well-being.	
SETTING MINDFULNESS IN MOTION 
Nova	Southeastern	University’s	Writing	and	Communication	Center	
(WCC)	 serves	 20,000	 graduate	 and	 undergraduate	 students	 and	
faculty.	The	WCC	is	run	by	an	Executive	Director	and	three	faculty	
administrators	 (including	 Janine	 and	 Kelly);	 includes	 7	 Graduate	
Assistant	Coordinators	(GACs)	(including	Nicole	and	Veronica);	and	
has	 a	 staff	 of	 approximately	 17	 graduate	 and	 37	 undergraduate	
tutors.	GACs	work	closely	with	WCC	leadership	on	initiatives	as	well	




and	 faculty	 administrator.	 Within	 the	 groups,	 GACs	 consistently	
check	 in	with	 and	 support	 their	 teams	 as	well	 as	 act	 as	 liaisons	
between	the	tutors	and	the	faculty	administrators.
Like	 many	 writing	 and	 communication	 centers,	 we	 maintain	 a	
commitment	 to	 professional	 and	 personal	 development.	 Each	
semester,	 tutors	 attend	 a	 day-long	 orientation,	 complete	 online	
training	modules,	and	attend	at	least	three	60-minute	professional	
development	 workshops	 (totalling	 approximately	 25	 hours).	 At	
the	beginning	of	 the	 fall	2018	 tutor	orientation,	 Janine	and	Kelly	






emotional	 and	 affective	 terrain	 of	 their	 work.	 After	 conducting	
mindfulness	 workshops,	 the	 four	 of	 us	 continued	 talking	 about	
stress,	mindfulness,	and	our	roles	as	mentors.	To	better	understand	
how	 stress-related	 emotions	 affect	 relationships	 in	 the	 mentor	
groups,	we	spent	four	weeks	 implementing	mindfulness	and	self-
care	practices	in	our	daily	lives.		
WEEKLY MINDFULNESS AND SELF-CARE PRACTICES
Inspired	by	Mack	and	Hupp’s	mindfulness	project,	we	implemented	
12
weekly	mindfulness	 exercises,	 such	 as	 practicing	 acceptance	 and	
being	 aware	 of	 feelings	 and	 experiences.	While	Mack	 and	 Hupp	






WEEK 1: SETTING THE TONE
We	 began	 by	 defining	 and	 describing	 how	 we	 practice	 self-
care.	 We	 also	 defined	 mentorship	 and	 identified	 characteristics	








of	 my	 emotions.	 I	 defined	 a	 “mentor”	 as	 someone	 who	 has	
experience	in	the	field	and	provides	wisdom	and	support	while	
maintaining	 authority	 and	 fostering	 honest	 communication.	 I	
noticed	during	Week	1	that	 I	often	neglected	many	of	my	self-
care	goals	(like	eating	regularly,	drinking	three	bottles	of	water,	





take	 on	 more	 professional	 projects	 than	 I	 can	 handle,	 my	 at-
home	commitments	proved	just	as	difficult	to	maintain.
Veronica:	 To	 me,	 “self-care”	 is	 understanding	 the	 importance	
of	striking	a	balance	between	professional/academic	work	and	
time	for	yourself,	as	well	as	acting	to	ensure	the	latter	does	not	
get	 put	 on	 the	 back	 burner.	 I	 define	 a	 “mentor”	 as	 someone	
who	 provides	 guidance	 and	 makes	 themselves	 available	 to	
others.	 Mentors	 should	 be	 well-versed	 in	 work	 policy	 as	 well	
as	 compassionate/understanding	and	accessible/approachable.	
Throughout	Week	1,	 I	 tried	my	best	 to	 spend	time	away	 from	
things	 that	 added	 to	 my	 stress,	 but	 the	 intention	 of	 self-care	
often	 became	 procrastination	 in	 practice,	 which	 led	 to	 stress	

















Nicole: During	Week	2,	 I	worked	 to	 achieve	my	 self-care	goals	
while	 meeting	 academic	 and	 professional	 deadlines.	 I	 also	




complete	 “if	 I	 had	time”	 (like	eating	 regularly,	practicing	 yoga,	
and	doing	my	nails).	
Veronica: For	Week	2,	 I	 classified	meeting	 several	professional	
and	academic	deadlines	as	“self-care.”	As	these	were	responsible	
for	 the	 majority	 of	 my	 personal	 stress,	 completing	 them	 not	
only	 alleviated	 said	 stress,	 but	 allowed	 me	 to	 make	 time	 for	
the	more	conventional	self-care	goals	 I	had	set	the	week	prior.	












focus	 on	 setting	boundaries,	 saying	 no,	 protecting	our	time,	 and	
offering	tips/strategies	to	others.
Nicole:	I	found	that	practicing	mindfulness	allowed	me	to	remain	
calm	 in	 situations	 of	 high	 stress,	 which	 I	 think	 affected	 my	
relationship	with	my	mentees.	Mindfulness	 for	me	was	 linked	
to	my	 self-care.	 Once	 I	 realized	 that	 each	 assignment	 or	 task	








Practicing	 mindfulness	 in	 the	 writing	 center	 made	 me	 more	
aware	 of	 both	 my	 own	 and	 my	 peers’	 stressors,	 which	
fostered	 more	 communication	 and	 relationship-building	 with	




well	 as	 an	 enhanced	 sense	of	 community	with	my	 colleagues.	




as a mentor. 













advisor),	 I	 felt	 obligated	 to	 keep	 my	 stressors	 to	 myself	 and	
present	 as	 "ready	 to	 go"	 in	 the	WCC.	 Despite	 juggling	 several	
personal	 matters,	 being	 at	 work	 provided	 me	 an	 alternate,	
stress-free	 space	 in	which	 to	 engage	with	others.	 This	 did	not	




offered	 a	 listening	 ear	 in	 return.	 Because	 of	 this,	 I	 felt	 more	
present	 in	 these	 interactions	 and	 the	 relationships	were	more	
open,	resulting	in	a	communicative,	honest	environment.	
As	faculty	administrators,	this	four-week	experience	of	mindfulness	
was	 eye-opening	 for	 us	 (Janine	 and	 Kelly).	 Because	mindfulness	
involves	 a	 presence	 and	 awareness	 of	 our	 bodies	 and	 actions,	
mindfulness	 and	 self-care	are	 inextricably	 linked.	 Like	Nicole	 and	
Veronica,	we	also	struggled	with	making	self-care	a	goal	and	often	




in	 a	 center	 with	 many	 tutors,	 we	 don’t	 always	 spend	 as	 much	
one-on-one	 time	 with	 tutors	 as	 we’d	 like.	 Working	 alongside	
Nicole	and	Veronica	on	mindfulness	and	self-care	reminded	us	of	




what	 does	 it	mean	when	 the	 practices	we	model	 go	 against	 the	




center	administrators'	 labor.	However,	we	believe	 in	 the	value	of	
doing	this	work	and	recognize	that	these	practices	take	work	and	
will	not	resonate	with	or	 look	the	same	for	everyone.	While	self-
care for Janine and Kelly might mean yoga, for Veronica it might 


















moment.	 We	 acknowledge	 that	 this	 work	 is	 uncomfortable	 and	
requires	willingness	on	behalf	of	 faculty	and	tutors.	However,	we	
also	recognize	the	fact	that	we’re	disrupting	institutional	structures.	
Any	time	we	 engage	 and	 disrupt	 those	 structures,	 things	will	 be	







• Establish	 healthy	 limits	 for	 personal	 and	 professional	
commitments,	 which	 includes	 prioritizing	 tasks	 and	
mindfully	engaging	with	them.	By	being	present,	we	can	set	
small	and	realistic	goals	that	can	be	accomplished	on	a	daily	
and	weekly	 level.	 Celebrate	 small	 successes	 and	 continue	
to modify how	goals	are	accomplished—being	flexible	and	
resilient	 when	 things	 do	 not	 go	 as	 planned—rather	 than	
altering the actual goals. 
• Encourage	 communication	 with	 tutors.	 If	 tutors	 feel	
comfortable	 expressing	 when	 they’re	 overwhelmed,	 it	 is	
easier	to	more	evenly	distribute	a	center’s	workload.	






• Recognize	 that	 self-care	 and	wellness	 work	might	 not	 be	
appealing	 to	 all	 staff	 or	 center	members;	 try	 to	 create	 a	
culture	 around	 these	 interventions	 that	 allows	 people	
options	to	opt-in	and	out.
• Schedule	time	for	self-care.	Remember	that	self-care	looks	
different	 from	 person	 to	 person.	 Utilize	 downtime	 in	 the	
center	 or	 between	 sessions	 to	 practice	 meditation,	 desk	
yoga, or journaling. 











intention	 is	 that	 by	 incorporating	 mindfulness	 in	 different	 ways	
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Is Tutoring Stressful?: Measuring 
Tutors’ Cortisol Levels  
Erik Simmons
Queensland	University	of	Technology
Laura K. Miller, Caroline Prendergast, and 
Christiana	McGuigan
James	Madison	University
When	 exploring	 the	 emotional	 work	 of	 tutoring,	 writing	
center	 literature	 typically	 foregrounds	 writers’	 emotional	
health,	with	 limited	 consideration	 of	 tutors’	wellbeing	 or	
stress	 levels.	 For	 instance,	 tutors	 are	 advised	 to	 “gauge	
the	cognitive	 load	of	student	writers”	(Feitosa	15)	and	be	
attuned	 to	writers’	mental	 states	 (Bullock),	 in	 addition	 to	
helping	their	peers	self-regulate	their	emotions	(Kervin	and	
Barrett).	Tutors	may	even	take	on	the	role	of	counselor	or	




does	 not	 fully	 investigate	 these	 experiences.	 To	 address	
this	 gap,	 researchers	 in	our	writing	 center	explored	 tutor	
stress,	 compassion	 fatigue,	 and	 burnout	 in	 a	 pilot	 study,	




language	 barriers)	 caused	 more	 stress	 for	 tutors	 than	
external	factors	(e.g.,	coursework,	personal	issues,	health).	
The	 top	 three	stressors	 for	 tutors	were	self-imposed	high	
performance	 expectations,	 weak	 papers,	 and	 “problem”	
students	 (i.e.,	 students	 who	 were	 demanding	 or	 rude).	




While	 some	 stress	 can	be	beneficial,	 high	 levels	 of	 stress	
are	 associated	 with	 a	 variety	 of	 health	 problems,	 including	
cardiovascular	 disease,	 decreased	 immune	 response,	 and	 sleep	
disruption	 (Kelloway	 et	 al.).	 Stress	 can	 also	 impair	 thinking	 and	








ability	 to	 make	 sound	 judgments.	 Noreen	 Lape	 has	 argued	 that	
tutors	 need	 to	 develop	 their	 emotional	 intelligence	 in	 order	 to	
enact	 “a	 pedagogy	 of	 empathy”	 (3),	 but	we	 have	 little	 evidence	
that	 describes	 how	 this	 pedagogy	 influences	 tutors’	 emotional	
states.	 Since	writing	 centers	 are	 places	where	we	 often	 labor	 in	
under-resourced	 working	 conditions	 (Boquet),	 studying	 stress	 in	
this	context	should	be	a	higher	priority.	
BIOMETRICS IN THE WRITING CENTER
To	explore	tutors’	stress	levels	in	greater	depth,	we	used	biometric	
procedures,	which	are	methods	of	quantifying	physiological	states	




biological	 indicator	of	 stress,	and	 it	provides	 reasonably	accurate	
information	 about	 the	 physiological	 processes	 that	 contribute	 to	
perceived	stress	levels	(Hellhammer	et	al.).	Although	it	may	seem	
counterintuitive	to	study	tutoring	through	a	biological	lens,	evidence	
provided	 by	 carefully	 applied	 biometric	 techniques	 can	 expose	
previously	 invisible	 tutoring	 experiences.	 Additionally,	 biometric	
approaches	 to	 stress	measurement	 can	 complement	 commonly-






measurements	without	 inducing	additional	 stress	 in	participants.	
Moreover,	salivary	cortisol	has	been	found	to	correlate	highly	with	
plasma	and	serum	cortisol	measurements	(Hellhammer	et	al.).
We	were	 guided	 by	 the	 following	 research	 question:	 Do	 writing	
tutors	at	our	university	show	changes	in	cortisol	levels	before	and	
after	a	tutoring	shift?	We	hypothesized	that	tutors	would	experience	
higher	 levels	 of	 stress,	 reflected	 through	 elevated	 cortisol	 levels,	
after	 completing	 their	 tutoring	 shifts.	 We	 designed	 this	 study	








In	 total,	 18	 subjects	 participated	 in	 the	 study	 and	 ranged	 in	 age	
from	19	 to	45.	Research	participants	 included	 four	 faculty	 tutors	
and	14	peer	tutors	who	were	employees	in	our	university’s	writing	
center.	 Participants	 were	 recruited	 through	 the	 writing	 center’s	
email	 list	 and	 in	person	during	weekly	professional	development	





After	 all	 samples	 were	 collected,	 we	 processed	 them	 using	 the	
Salimetric	Cortisol	High	Sensitivity	Enzyme	Immunoassay	Protocol.	
In	general,	 the	range	and	 interpretation	of	cortisol	concentration	




it	 takes,	on	average,	66	minutes	 for	 the	body	 to	 reduce	 levels	of	
original	secretion	in	half	(Weitzman	et	al.).	Given	this	half-life,	the	

















Our	overall	findings	 suggest	 that	 tutors’	 stress	 levels	 significantly	
decreased	 from	 pre-shift	 to	 post-shift,	 which	 contradicts	 our	
hypothesis.	 The	 paired	 samples	 t-test	 indicated	 a	 statistically	
significant	 difference	 between	pre-shift	 samples	 (M	 =	 0.47,	SD = 
0.46)	 and	post-shift	 samples	 (M = 0.09, SD	 =	 .05),	 t(17)	 =	 3.735,	
p	 =	 .002.	 This	 difference	 suggested	 a	 large	 effect	 size	 (d	 =	 1.16).	
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Specifically,	 cortisol	 concentration	 (measured	 in	 micrograms	 per	
deciliter)	decreased	by	an	average	margin	of	0.38:	a	65%	decrease	




sample	 pair.	 The	 horizontal	 axis	 displays	 the	 two	 time	 points	 at	
which	data	were	collected	(pre-shift	and	post-shift),	and	the	vertical	
axis	displays	the	salivary	cortisol	concentration	in	micrograms	per	
deciliter.	 The	 dotted	 line	 indicates	 the	mean	 values	 for	 pre-	 and	
post-shift	cortisol	concentration	(0.47	and	0.09,	respectively).	Note	












a	 variety	 of	 physiological,	 demographic,	 and	 situational	 factors	
(e.g.,	 gender,	 medication,	 health)	 that	 influence	 salivary	 cortisol	
levels.	 Future	 investigations	 may	 seek	 to	 control	 statistically	 or	
methodologically	 for	 these	 influences.	 One	 possible	 explanation	
for	 our	 findings	 is	 that	 tutoring	 provides	 an	 opportunity	 to	
22
simultaneously	 perform	 meaningful	 work	 and	 reduce	 stress—
perhaps	 because	 tutoring	 is	 a	 helping	 profession.	 Research	 has	
shown	 that	 helping	 others	 can	 alleviate	 the	 stress	 of	 the	 helper	
(Melkman	et	al.)	and	contribute	to	reports	of	more	life	satisfaction	
(Buchanan	and	Bardi).	For	example,	productive	sessions	may	allow	
tutors	 to	 share	 in	 students’	 relief	 and	 appreciation.	 Tutors	 may	
also	enjoy	the	process	of	helping	others	and	the	work	of	tutoring.	
These	 positive	 emotions	 could	 explain	 the	 decreased	 cortisol	
concentrations.	Some	research	also	suggests	that	increased	social	
interaction	 may	 reduce	 cortisol	 levels,	 meaning	 that	 the	 social	




personal	 stress.	Research	has	 shown	 that	work	breaks	 can	prove	




As	 the	 shift	 ends	 and	 another	 portion	 of	 the	 day	 is	 complete,	
the	 tutor	may	 experience	 relief,	which	 could	 explain	 part	 of	 the	
decrease	 in	cortisol	concentration.	However,	since	the	half-life	of	
cortisol	is	66	minutes,	relief	could	only	play	a	part	in	reduced	cortisol	
levels	 because	 the	 post-session	 sample	 still	 reflected	 cortisol	
levels	secreted	during	the	shift.	 In	the	future,	collecting	mid-shift	
saliva	 samples	 could	provide	 richer	 information	about	when	and	
how	steeply	cortisol	levels	change	during	a	shift.	For	comparison,	
researchers	 may	 also	 examine	 how	 tutors’	 stress	 levels	 change	
over	a	comparable	period	of	time	in	the	absence	of	tutoring	(e.g.,	
while	reading	or	writing).	In	addition	to	collecting	more	biometric	
information,	 researchers	 could	 interview	 or	 survey	 tutors	 about	









self-focus,	 and	 devote	 all	 their	 attention	 to	 the	 activity	 at	 hand.	





during	 tutoring	 sessions	 and	 tutors’	 levels	 of	 skill	 and	 education	
(e.g.,	differences	between	undergraduate	peer	 tutors	and	 faculty	
tutors).	 It	 is	 also	possible	 that	a	 tutor’s	perception	of	 a	 session’s	
effectiveness	 influences	 their	 stress	 levels.	 Future	 researchers	
could	therefore	explore	relationships	between	tutors’	perceptions	
of	success	and	their	experiences	of	stress	and	flow.	
We	 acknowledge	 that	 our	 exploratory	 study	 has	 limitations.	 For	
one,	 we	 had	 no	 control	 over	 participants’	 behavior	 outside	 of	
the	workplace.	Participants	were	 instructed	not	 to	engage	 in	any	
activities	that	would	influence	cortisol	levels,	such	as	eating	large	
meals,	 exercising	 immediately	 before	 a	 shift,	 drinking	 alcohol,	
or	 consuming	 caffeine	within	 15	minutes	 of	 providing	 a	 sample;	
however,	 participants	 may	 not	 have	 followed	 these	 instructions	




hours,	which	 could	 explain	 lower	 cortisol	 levels.	 Future	 research	
could	 investigate	 this	 possibility	 by	 including	 a	 control	 group	 of	
tutors	who	sit	in	the	writing	center	for	two	to	three	hours	before	
data	collection.	This	 research	design	could	help	 isolate	 the	social	
effects	of	tutoring	from	the	physical	effects.





not	 enough	 participants	 in	 each	 condition	 for	 comparison.	 It	 is	
possible	that	different	shift	lengths	and	number	of	tutoring	sessions	
accounted	for	different	levels	of	stress	reduction.	A	larger	sample	
or	 replication	 across	 different	 universities	would	 represent	more	
demographic	variation	in	peer,	graduate,	and	faculty	tutors,	which	





These	 findings	 provide	 a	 glimpse	 into	 the	 stress	 experienced	 by	
writing	 center	 tutors.	 Although	 we	 cannot	 determine	 causality,	
we	 encourage	 more	 biometric	 approaches	 to	 investigating	
tutors’	experiences	because	 they	can	 illuminate	otherwise	veiled	
experiences.	 For	 instance,	 we	 can	 envision	 researchers	 using	
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affordable	 heart	 rate	monitors	 or	 smartphone	 apps	 to	 track	 and	
monitor	 tutors’	 or	 clients’	 moods.	 Measures	 of	 psychological	
constructs	 inevitably	 represent	 a	 single	 piece	 of	 the	 emotional	
picture;	therefore,	repeated	research	using	a	variety	of	approaches	
and	 modes	 of	 study	 is	 critical	 to	 developing	 a	 more	 complete	
understanding	 of	 tutors’	 and	 clients’	 experiences.	 Collaborating	
with	 scientists	 across	 disciplines	 who	 can	 help	 administer	 such	
experiments,	as	we	have	done,	is	an	approach	we	hope	others	will	
also	undertake.	We	believe	biometrics	offer	unique	ways	to	make	
the	 invisible	 labor	 of	 writing	 center	 work	 (Caswell	 et	 al.)	 more	
observable.
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in order to get it;	you	need	to	work	in	a	writing	center	in	
order	to	understand	it.	Sometimes	you	see	your	peers	cry	





inextricably	personal—style,	 voice,	 rhetorical	 choices—all	
indicators	of	who	you	are.	Some	of	the	writers	you	help	will	
tell	you	they	aren’t	writers,	 that	 they	can’t	write.	As	a	 tutor,	you	
spend	time	assuring	your	peers	that	they	are and that they can. 
Before	you	start	working	in	a	writing	center,	they	tell	you	to	read	



















Tutors' Column: "Just Say 'No': 
Setting Emotional Boundaries in 







in these instances. 
Many	writers	are	unable	to	remove	their	feelings	from	the	act	of	
writing	 itself,	 which	 can	 carry	 over	 to	 tutoring	 sessions.	Writers	
often	tell	tutors	that	they	“feel”	better	at	the	end	of	their	sessions.	







findings	 that	 “consultants	 in	 their	 center	 felt	 guilty	 for	 stepping	
outside	 the	 ‘rules’”	 (16).	 This	 guilt	 stems	 from	 the	 tutors’	 ideas	




to	 know,	and	appreciate,	my	personality	 and	 style.	Writers	often	




directive	 tutoring	 styles	 over	 minimalist	 ones	 during	 sessions.	




One	 writer	 I	 worked	 with	 consistently	 (several	 hours	 a	 week	
over	 a	 couple	 years’	 time)	 taught	me	 the	 importance	 of	 setting	
boundaries.	 It	was	typical	 for	him	to	rush	 into	the	writing	center	
without	a	scheduled	appointment	while	holding	an	assignment	in	
his	hand	 that	was	due	 in	a	couple	hours	and	was	barely	 started.	
Sometimes,	we	would	work	 together	 for	 two	hours	 straight,	 and	
I	would	warn	him	that	we	only	had	five	more	minutes	 left	of	the	
session	because	 I	 needed	 to	 leave	 for	 class.	He	would	often	beg	
me	to	stay	later	to	help	him	more.	I	reminded	him	that	other	tutors	
were	available	to	assist	him,	but	he	refused	to	work	with	anyone	
else.	 Because	 he	 always	 desired	more	 help	 from	me	 than	 I	 was	
literally	 able	 to	provide,	 I	 felt	 like	 I	 had	 failed	him,	 and	 the	 guilt	
negatively	impacted	my	mental	state.	I	would	ask	myself:	Were the 


























center	by	 their	 professors.	 The	 student	 I	 discussed	earlier	began	
visiting	 the	 writing	 center	 because	 of	 his	 professor’s	 insistence.	





Say	No,”	 saying	 no	 is	 an	 essential	 part	 of	 setting	 and	 preserving	
boundaries.	Bregman	argues	that	people	who	ask	you	for	anything	
extra	most	likely	believe	that	you’re	the	most	capable	to	complete	
additional	 tasks,	 or,	 if	 you	 have	 a	 history	 of	 saying	 “yes,”	 that	
you’ll	 say	yes	again.	Bregman	suggests	 that	 it’s	 important	 to	 “be	
appreciative”	and	remember	that	you’re	not	rejecting	the	person	
making	 the	 request	 but	 rejecting	 the	 request	 itself.	 However,	





is	 the	 challenge,	 is	 the	 passion”	 (20).	 Tutors	 slip	 into	 and	 out	 of	
many	different	roles:	tutor,	friend,	classmate,	confidant.	Tutors,	it’s	
OK	 to	 be	flexible	 by	 using	 a	more	directive	 tutoring	 style	 over	 a	
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minimalist	 one.	 Choosing	 between	 a	minimalist	 tutoring	 style	 or	
a	directive	one	should	depend	on	the	writer’s	needs	and	not	what	
writing	center	orthodoxy	dictates	is	“right”	(Nicklay).	However,	it’s	
also	 important	 to	 refuse	 to	be	directive	 if	 you	believe	 the	writer	
is	 potentially	 taking	advantage	of	 your	 support.	 It’s	 important	 to	
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To	 register	 for	 the	 conference,	 please	 visit:	 docs.google.com/
forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSecl5E_9yNFtZKHPVhLQZGfKO0TiQ5pnttbYe









February 23, 2020: Writing Centers in Asia, in Osaka, Japan
Contact:	sites.google.com/site/wcajapan/upcoming-events.

















March 13-14, 2020: Secondary School Writing Centers 
Association, in Arlington, VA
Contact:	sswca.board@gmail.com;	conference	website:	sswca.org/
sswca-conference/call-for-proposals/.
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